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ABSTRACT

The Novelist and the Nun: Two Sisters, One Bond
by
Kathleen J. Gaffney

Advisor: Blanche Wiesen Cook

Gabrielle Roy (1909 - 1983) was a French-Canadian author, journalist and teacher. She
was also my third cousin, first cousin of my grandfather, Stephen McEachran. She wrote fiction
and nonfiction in the latter part of the twentieth century and her work spotlighted Canada’s poor,
immigrants, and marginalized women. Gabrielle Roy rose to fame as a keen-eyed witness and
commentator in writings spanning over forty years. Her sister Bernadette (1897 – 1970) lived a
more private, spiritual life as a nun, named Sister Léon-de-la-Croix, far away from the public
spotlight.
In this thesis I summarize the events that shaped both sisters’ lives and explore their life
choices and the impact of those choices. I focus on the resonance of Gabrielle’s relationship
with her sister as found in selected writings. Gabrielle and Bernadette shared a unique, filial
bond--they both realized early on in their respective lives that as French-Canadian females they
existed in a society with limited access to educational opportunities and career options.
Therefore, if they wished to reach beyond expected traditional roles for women in that time and
place, they would need to forge a different kind of life for themselves.
Each pursued a different path to fulfill this goal: one becoming a world-renowned writer
iv

and public figure, having a profound impact on Canadian literature; the other becoming a nun,
quietly fulfilling her ministry to God through teaching immigrant children. Both lived their
respective roles with commitment and fervor, and each found a sense of purpose that rescued
them from the confines of their family of origin and the patriarchal structures at that time in
Saint-Boniface, Winnipeg, Canada.
Although the two sisters were separated geographically from each other for most of their
lives and shared a twelve-year age difference, they were always very close, and they
strengthened their bond through a decades-long exchange of letters. The letters they shared offer
a window into two women’s lives, one famous and the other obscure. These letters from
Gabrielle to Bernadette brim with passionate thought and sentiment that find their fuller
expression in Gabrielle’s writings. In Roy’s works and in the body of her letters we find the
revelation of the lives the two sisters lived, a powerful testament to love, faith and inspiration.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This Master of Arts in Liberal Studies thesis represents tandem efforts of love and fear as
well as a return to the well-spring of my youth. The life and works of the French-Canadian
novelist Gabrielle Roy have beckoned me since I was a child when my mother told me about our
famous relative. For my undergraduate honors thesis in 1977, I remembered my distant cousin and
decided to study her novel, Street of Riches. My focus was on the character of Christine, who
embodied for me the persona of Roy herself.

I engaged in a close reading of the novel in French (when I was fluent) and made many
research trips to the Canadian Consulate and the New York Public Library for context on Gabrielle
Roy and her family. I presented my paper to a panel of professors and graduated with a double
major in English and French. I do not know why I did not reach out directly at that time to the
author and ask for the opportunity to meet her or make a connection. It did not occur to me until
later when my husband and I were planning a trip to Québec City. I wrote to her requesting a visit,
and she wrote me a very lovely letter explaining her profound regret that she was traveling and
missed receiving my letter. She warmly offered to schedule another visit. However, my next trip
could not be arranged before she became ill and passed away in 1983. It is a profound regret that
we never got to meet one another. (The letter to me from Gabrielle Roy is appended to this paper
as Figure 7.)

Then life happened for me: marriage, a corporate career, and two sons. Thirty-five years
later I entered the CUNY Graduate Center Master of Arts Liberal Studies (MALS) program. In
part, I returned to school because I felt the need to bring undergraduate liberal studies back into my
life. I wanted to revisit works and ideas as an adult, and to view through a new lens of maturity
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and life experience the works and ideas that ignited my youthful passions. For my major, I chose
the Biography, Autobiography and Memoir track because I felt it coincided with my academic and
life interests. My studies reawakened my interest in my famous relative. While I value and respect
the large body of literature my cousin wrote and the significant contributions she made, my main
impetus in this study is to explore her private, intimate life and the relationship she nurtured with
her elder sister.

Therefore, the reason I devote this paper to Gabrielle Roy and her sister Bernadette Roy is
my increasing understanding of the significance of family as a personal core value. My sibling
relationships as the eldest child with two younger sisters and a brother are among the most
important in my life, more valued as we all grow older. In caring for our elderly mother who
suffers from dementia, I have grown closer to my sisters, and I have learned much from my mother
as she fades about what really matters in life. In this paper, I will show that Gabrielle and
Bernadette marked my footsteps on this journey.
A more recent personal link to Gabrielle’s life, cancer, emerged for me just two years ago.
In their letters, Gabrielle shared Bernadette’s final journey in suffering and death from renal
cancer. I am a recent cancer survivor, and I understand the rigors and pain of cancer treatment.
While I was luckier than Bernadette, I counted on and received strong support and love from my
family. Gabrielle and Bernadette’s relationship deepened as Bernadette’s life ebbed. The sisters’
shared experience led Gabrielle to rediscover her Catholic faith and deepen her relationship to
Bernadette, since faith was one of the core values in Bernadette’s life.
In my life’s tougher moments, my faith provides me with a light out of the darkness. I
especially relate more deeply now with the Roy sisters’ Roman Catholic French-Canadian
tradition. My mother has lost most of her memory, but she still remembers her Hail Mary’s and
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Our Father’s, and as we chant the familiar prayer words together, they become profound
expressions of our shared faith and belief in the afterlife. Despite my mom’s dementia, prayers are
deeply rooted in her consciousness, and there is beauty and strength in the sharing of our mutual
tradition. From that same tradition, Gabrielle Roy lived the faith and spiritual practices that she
learned as a young girl growing up in the city of Winnipeg, Manitoba, the same birthplace and faith
education as my mother.
This paper describes the relationship of these two sisters who are my relatives. Nearly a
generation apart by age, these sisters were bonded by a lifetime of shared support and appreciation.
Bernadette gave her sister many gifts over her seventy-three years of life. She encouraged
Gabrielle when she wanted to leave Canada for Europe, leaving family and a secure job behind.
Furthermore, Bernadette encouraged Gabrielle’s career in writing, and she delighted in the acclaim
Gabrielle received over the course of her lifetime. More important, Bernadette assumed
guardianship for their disabled sister Clémence, so Gabrielle’s writing would not be distracted with
caregiving concerns. Bernadette was also a faith catalyst to Gabrielle in her approach to life and to
her own death journey when Gabrielle’s faith was re-awakened by grief and fear of loss as
Bernadette was dying.
Gabrielle and Bernadette began to deepen their relationship upon the death of their mother
in 1943. A lifetime later, in 1970 these two women gathered in a small plainly decorated room
with a cross prominently displayed on a far wall. One of the women was seated in a hard-backed
wooden chair and the other lay in a bed, pale and ill. One was a nun; the other a novelist. One was
rooted in faith and one’s faith was re-emerging. The two sisters, Bernadette and Gabrielle, shared a
deep bond despite a twelve-year age difference. Bernadette was dying, and Gabrielle was a sad
witness, committed to sharing the final journey.
The unfolding relationship between the sisters is captured in the lovely tapestry of 138
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letters written by Gabrielle Roy to Bernadette Roy and published in 1988 after Gabrielle’s death. I
have discovered in these letters many truths of female experience. Both sisters share a profound
understanding of purpose and direction. Their relationship nourished their individual spiritual
growth and contemplation. It is a gift that Bernadette provided to her sister through their shared
experience of death as they both uncovered the stream beneath the stream, the essence and spiritual
direction of their lives. As Emerson wrote, “Place yourself in the middle of the stream of power
and wisdom which animates all whom it floats, and you are without effort impelled to truth, to
right, and a perfect contentment” (Emerson Kindle Edition location 3836).
In this thesis, I will focus on the resonance of Gabrielle’s relationship with her sister in
three of her works: The Tin Flute (1945), Street of Riches (1955), and Enchanted Summer (1972),
to trace the evolution of the sisters’ relationship over time as expressed in Gabrielle’s writings.
The two sisters shared a strong, filial bond, and they both realized that with limited access to
education and career opportunity, they would need to forge a different kind of life if they wished to
gain happiness, career satisfaction and separation from their family of origin. Each pursued a
different path to fulfill this goal: one becoming a world-renowned writer and public figure, and the
other as a nun. Both lived these roles with commitment and fervor, and each found a sense of
purpose that rescued them from both the emotionally stifling confines of the Roy family and the
rigid French-Canadian patriarchal structures present in Saint-Boniface, Winnipeg in the early to
mid-1900’s.
Roy’s most famous novel, The Tin Flute, was published in 1945 at the close of World War
II. This novel features strong, maternal figures living in the Montreal slums, an area dominated by
a Catholic Church-sanctioned patriarchy. While not overtly feminist, Roy’s writings and her life
choices expressed a strong feminist perspective in support for the poor, for women and for
immigrants in Canada. Women are strong characters in Roy’s novels and their inspiration was
4

influenced heavily by her relationship with Bernadette.
Bernadette became a cloistered nun in the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary religious order
and Gabrielle a successful writer who married a gay man and did not have children. Feminists
might note that neither Gabrielle nor Bernadette made men the center of their lives. In Writing a
Women’s Life, Carolyn G. Heilbrun observed:
There are four ways to write a woman’s life: the woman herself may tell it, in what she
chooses to call an autobiography: she may tell it in what she chooses to call fiction; a
biographer, woman or man, may write the woman’s life in what is called a biography, or the
woman may write her own life in advance of living it, unconsciously, and without
recognizing or naming the process (Heilbrun 11).
Women have always been storytellers with great narrative power who share their voices and
personal truths with one another. In the letters between the two sisters, the truths of female
experience are shared in a very intimate and private way. The letters reveal the stories of the two
women and the choices they made in their lives—their struggles, their accomplishments and their
observations on the lives they lived. These letters are yet another way beyond the four paths that
Heilbrun articulated to write their lives together and apart as life events unfold for each of them.
In Roy’s writings and in the body of her letters we find the revelation of the lives they lived, a
powerful testament to love, faith and inspiration.
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CHAPTER 2: PUBLIC AND PRIVATE LIVES
In this thesis I will present a biographical, social and cultural context to the lives of
Gabrielle and Bernadette Roy. I will also explore the defining points in their respective lives. I
will review the letters that Gabrielle wrote to her favorite sister, illuminating the arc of time the
letters span, the perspectives they provide, and the relevance to readers today. These letters
provide context for understanding Gabrielle the writer, as well as Gabrielle the sister. Having set a
biographical context, I will explore three of Gabrielle’s writings--The Tin Flute, Street of Riches,
and Enchanted Summer--pointing to their key themes, with particular emphasis on the influence of
Bernadette at the beginning, middle and end of Gabrielle’s writing career. Viewing her letters to
Bernadette alongside her fiction reveals how Gabrielle’s relationship to her sister evolved in both
her lived experience and in her art.
To understand the lives of the two Roy sisters, one must begin with their place of birth at
the dawn of the twentieth century. In 1897, Gabrielle and Bernadette’s parents Mélina and Léon
Roy became part of the large Québec emigration to western Canada in the late nineteenth century
when they settled in Saint-Boniface, Manitoba. The town at that time had a population of fewer
than two thousand people, and it was considered a “ghetto to the extent that, next to the
overwhelming Winnipeg, it was a kind of marginal ethnic quarter where French Canadians were
dominant if not the majority, and in any case far more significant proportionately than their number
in the population of Manitoba as a whole” (Ricard 16).
The significance of the town was underscored in that it played a central role in both French
and Catholic life throughout the Canadian West (Ricard 16). Saint-Boniface had an archbishop
based there and was served by several religious communities operating a hospital and a number of
schools, including the Académie Saint-Joseph; this school was where both Gabrielle and
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Bernadette attended and where Bernadette taught as a young nun for six years from 1921-1927.

The Novelist: Gabrielle Roy
Acclaimed French-Canadian author Gabrielle Roy was my third cousin, first cousin to my
maternal grandfather, Stephen McEachran (See Figures 1 and 8).
Spanning more than forty years, between the late 1930’s and early 1980’s, Gabrielle Roy
wrote nonfiction and fiction that spotlighted injustice in Canada. As Margaret Atwood opines,
Gabrielle’s gift was to open “the curtains on windows people did not suspect were there—a remote
corner of Manitoba, the ordinary life of an ordinary man, the lost but teeming past of her natal
province, the many journeys of an artist—and asks readers to look through. Then whatever the
smallness, harshness, or oddness of the view—to understand and then to empathise” (Atwood 233).
Gabrielle Roy was not an activist or a world figure such as Eleanor Roosevelt, but as a
novelist and journalist, she was a keen-eyed witness to the key social and political issues facing
Canada in the 1940’s and 1950’s. Her writings gave voice to downtrodden people’s experience in
post-World War II Canada.
Gabrielle Roy was born on March 22, 1909 in Saint-Boniface, Manitoba and was the last of
the eleven Roy children, eight of whom survived past adolescence. Her mother Mélina was 42, and
her father Léon was 59 at her birth. There is a photograph of her taken with her sister Bernadette in
1910. The photograph shows a baby of eighteen months with slightly curly hair and a face that is
full and round, with Bernadette as a young teenager with her protective arm around her (See Figure
2). This photograph provides an early depiction of their sisterly devotion.
Gabrielle was an outstanding student determined to advance her education beyond high
school. Both Gabrielle and Bernadette had years of studies at the Académie Saint-Joseph, which
was a public school open to girls of all social strata. The Académie was a rigorous, academically
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challenging school, founded in 1898 by the Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary, and it
had thirty nuns teaching there. The school was attended by eight hundred girls (Ricard 54). This
school provided both the sisters the “best possible education” they could receive with their
background, and this school was considered one of the top girls’ schools in all of the province of
Manitoba (Ricard 81).
As the youngest child in the family, Gabrielle was raised as an only child, since most of her
siblings were older and living elsewhere. Gabrielle, like her elder sister Bernadette, was educated
for twelve years in schools run by the Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary, completing her
secondary studies in 1927. In Fall 1927 she entered the Winnipeg Normal Institute to earn her
teaching credential, graduating in 1929. She then became a school teacher as a way to earn her
own living. She taught first in an isolated Manitoba village named Cardinal and then returned to
Saint-Boniface in 1930 to teach at the Institut Provencher. (Clemente 195). Gabrielle decided to
become a teacher as all her older sisters had. This decision was also welcomed by Mélina Roy. As
Gabrielle writes in “To Earn My Living…” the story in Street of Riches, “And she told me what
she wanted for me with all her heart: ‘If only you were willing, Christine to become a
teacher!’…There is no finer profession, none more worthy, it seems to me for a woman...” (Roy
Street of Riches 152). The occupation of teacher was one of the few career choices available to
young women of the day and offered the most advantages. It carried great social prestige and
allowed a certain degree of intellectual life with good working conditions (Ricard 108).
Gabrielle was restless, however, and she wanted to escape the confines of Manitoba. In
1937, she traveled to Europe to study drama which, after writing, was her second love. From 1937
to 1939 she traveled to London and Paris to pursue a life in the theater. Disillusioned by the
difficulties of an actor’s life, she embarked on her fledgling writing career beginning with fictional
accounts based on her travels, as well as nonfiction writing assignments she obtained from
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Canadian journals, which had a surprisingly wide circulation in the 1930’s and 1940’s. Gabrielle’s
family opposed her trip abroad, all except her elder sister Bernadette, who recognized her sister’s
talent and supported her wish to escape the confines of her family and Canada.
Upon her return to Canada just prior to the start of World War II in 1939, Gabrielle chose
not to return home to Saint-Boniface, but instead settled in Montreal where she continued her
freelance writing career. Before Gabrielle turned to fiction, she worked as a journalist, first with
three articles published in France in 1938 and 1939 in the Parisian journal, Je suis partout. She
was a freelancer between the years 1939 and 1945 and published in two French-Canadian journals,
Le Jour and La Revue Moderne (Clemente 132). The former was a weekly publication covering
political, literary and artistic subjects while the latter was a bimonthly publication with a large
readership. Roy’s big break as a journalist came when she began to write for the journal, Le
Bulletin des agriculteurs for the period from 1940 to 1945 (Clemente 137). During this period of
time Gabrielle began writing The Tin Flute during evenings with a typewriter perched on her lap,
or during summer vacations. The novel actually began as a series of major investigative articles
about the poor of the Saint-Henri neighborhood in Montreal. The Tin Flute emerged from those
early writings and was published in 1945. This novel secured Gabrielle Roy’s prominence and
popularity in the history of Canadian letters.
As Margaret Atwood notes in an essay on Gabrielle Roy in the collection Legacy: How
French Canadians Shaped North America, Montreal was “sin city,” the only “Canadian city
comparable to New York” that was “known for its freely flowing liquor, its many prostitutes, and
its civic corruption” (Atwood 241). It was in Montreal that Gabrielle’s observations and
perspectives from her many walks through the Saint-Henri neighborhood inspired The Tin Flute.
The novel was published at the right time in Canada’s literary history, when readers’ appetites for a
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novel as social commentary were at its peak. This novel ushered in a new era in Canada of more
realistic fiction with its clear-eyed but very compassionate description of the desperately poor
working-class Lacasse family in the Saint-Henri district and the significant events that affect them.
Following her literary debut and at the age of 38, Gabrielle Roy met and after a brief
courtship married Dr. Marcel Carbotte in 1947. This union did not represent an all-consuming
love match, as the couple was more interested in a loving friendship and warm companionship. As
a doctor, Marcel was independent and successful and could support Gabrielle’s consuming need for
solitude and quiet (Clemente 159). They moved to France for several years which allowed Marcel
to further his medical education and afforded Gabrielle the privacy to write, free from the
interruptions of fame that haunted her after the publication of The Tin Flute.
In 1950, the couple returned to Canada and settled in Québec City, which was to remain
their home until the end of both their lives. They also purchased a small two-bedroom cottage
outside Québec City in Petite-Rivière-Saint-François in Charlevoix County which they used as a
retreat to escape the city and the reach of the media and the prying public.
The marriage may have started as a loving friendship but deteriorated over the course of
twenty years to the point that, when Gabrielle was in her late fifties, “their life together was a kind
of hell” (Ricard 417). She did not speak publicly about Marcel, and they did not have interests in
common, such as children (Ricard 417). What bound them together, however, was their need for
Gabrielle’s work as a writer to flourish, as it fed her creative need as well as their mutual financial
security interests (Ricard 418). The couple ended up living in their own worlds with Gabrielle
escaping to the summer cottage as frequently as possible and Marcel often staying in their Québec
City apartment, leading his own life, but one that was not quite a solitary one (Ricard 418).
Another reason for their separate lives was that Marcel maintained a twenty-year-long affair
with a man (with the initials M.C.), twenty years his junior, starting in the early 1960’s. Due to the
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period’s attitudes (in both Canada and the United States) and his social standing as a doctor and the
husband of a leading Canadian writer, Marcel had to keep his love life secret (Ricard 418). It is
interesting that Gabrielle as a heterosexual female never mentioned her husband’s homosexuality
in any of her letters either to Bernadette or to others; however, it undoubtedly must have pained her
deeply. Perhaps Gabrielle shared this pain with her dear sister Bernadette at some point about the
truth of her marital life as there is an enigmatic reference in her autobiography Enchantment and
Sorrow about “the particular sorrow in life, the one [Dédette] knew about and was so upset by”
(Ricard 419). No one knows if Gabrielle became aware of Marcel’s tendencies when the couple
was living in France and Marcel would occasionally “go to homosexual theaters with friends, or
whether she had to wait until they had moved to Québec City and Marcel had a lover” (Ricard
418). It remains a mystery to which neither Gabrielle’s correspondence nor remarks of those
friends and family close to her have provided any clues (Ricard 418).
Notwithstanding her personal disappointments at her marriage, the distance between the
two partners physically, emotionally and geographically afforded Gabrielle great flexibility to
practice her craft. In a sense, the lack of demands made on her by her husband provided freedom
for Gabrielle the artist to flourish and produce her writings. Over the course of her career,
Gabrielle published more than nineteen literary works, including novels, collections of short stories
and children’s fiction. In addition, she published over a hundred and fifty articles for journals,
newspapers and magazines (Ricard 560-572). Following her death, her autobiography was also
published.
Gabrielle suffered from several health conditions, including chronic fatigue, a serious heart
condition, thyroid disease, insomnia, gastric issues and problems walking (Clemente 160). But it
was her heart that gave out in the end; Gabrielle Roy died of a massive heart attack in Québec City
on July 13, 1983.
11

The Nun: Bernadette Roy
Gabrielle’s sister Bernadette Roy (1897–1970) lived a private, spiritual life as a nun, far
away from the public arena, but she was always an important part of her famous sister’s life,
especially as they grew older. On September 15, 1897, Bernadette was born, the Roys’ sixth child,
named Marie Louise Marguerite Bernadette (Ricard 501).
Bernadette held a very special place in the family. Dédette as she was known to Gabrielle,
was her parents’ pride and joy, a model child, pious, pretty, an excellent student and musician.
Among the family members she was “like a princess” as Gabrielle writes in the story, “A Bit of
Yellow Ribbon” from Street of Riches. Bernadette studied at Académie Saint-Joseph and had a
year of teacher training in 1916, serving her first year away from home at the Pembina Mountain
district at Somerset in Manitoba. Bernadette was lucky after her certification to obtain a teaching
position back home in Saint-Boniface at a high school, the Institut Provencher in 1917. Bernadette
only lasted two years there before answering her vocation to be a nun. In the summer of 1919, she
decided to join the Sisters of the Holy Names of Mary and Jesus order, the teaching order that
provided the foundational education for both Gabrielle and Bernadette as young women. She was
sent to the Hocelaga Novitiate in Montreal and spent two years there, making her temporary vows
on August 21, 1921. She renounced her “worldly” name of Bernadette, changing it to Sister Léonde-la-Croix with the name Léon chosen in honor of her late father. She professed her final vows
three years later on August 21, 1924 (Ricard 505).
Bernadette viewed her religious life as a vocation, an answer to a calling from God. Here
are two excerpts from Gabrielle Roy’s short story, “The Two Negroes,” from the autobiographical
collection, Street of Riches. This story describes Bernadette and her approach to a religious
vocation as a form of renunciation—of attachments to the world and the more mortal pleasure of
12

relationships with men:
She was later to become a nun; she detested men and, before renouncing the world and
herself, she had the soul of a revolutionist. The idea of injustice in the world made her
tighten her lips; merely having read in the newspaper that a poor tramp had been found
shivering with cold in a park aroused in Odette a smoldering anger against the whole
city...Assuredly she was not made for this world... (Roy Street of Riches 10-11).
Bernadette’s first assignment as a nun brought her back for six years to her own school in
Saint-Boniface at Académie Saint-Joseph. In 1927, she was assigned to “wilder” parts of Canada
in northern Ontario. Now that Bernadette was a nun, she was no longer the cherished “Dédette” of
the family, but assumed the new persona of Sister Léon, a respected and “sacred” person who must
be shown the respect due to her habit and status as a member of a religious order. She no longer
belonged to her family of origin but rather to her religious community whose strict rules restricted
contact with her family (Ricard 54).
From 1927 until 1935 Bernadette was sent by her community to Kenora in northern Ontario
and then in 1935 was transferred to another remote location in Keewatin in northwest Ontario not
far from the Manitoba border. In both postings, her teaching specialty was diction and dramatic
arts; this even included writing and staging a few plays (Clemente 117). While the convent at
Kenora was poor, the one in Keewatin was even more destitute, and Bernadette served as Mother
Superior of that convent, a leadership position in the religious order and one that occupied more of
Bernadette’s time (Ricard 150). Of all her religious life, Bernadette spent her happiest times there
(Clemente 117). After more than twenty years of service as a missionary she was reassigned to
Saint-Boniface at the Académie Saint-Joseph. Bernadette taught diction and dramatic arts there
until her retirement in 1966. During this period of time, due to her religious community’s more
flexible rules by the 1960’s, Bernadette also had the opportunity to travel to Québec City and spend
13

several summers taking courses, experiences which provided Bernadette a great deal of pleasure
(Ricard 394).
Bernadette’s greatest expression of her love for the world lay in her renunciation of it by
joining a religious community. This career choice, while not always welcomed by Catholic
families, nevertheless was an acceptable career for a woman in the early twentieth century.
Bernadette dedicated her life to the creator of life’s beauty, God, and devoted herself to a life in
service to other people, in particular, poor immigrant girls in an underserved, undeveloped area of
Canada (Clemente 117). Like her younger sister, as an educated woman in Canada, Bernadette
realized that happiness in one’s chosen profession, be it service to God or to one’s craft was best
achieved by independence from their family of origin. Gabrielle and Bernadette pursued markedly
different paths to fulfilling their individual goals, but qualities they shared included openness to life
and a strong sense of purpose.
Bernadette Roy was twelve years older than Gabrielle. Due to this age difference, the two
sisters had little opportunity to develop a close relationship in their youth since Bernadette left
home at age 22. Despite their age difference, Gabrielle felt a very special tenderness for her sister
in that she felt that Dédette:
was the only one who understood and really loved her, gave her...total devotion and
returned an image of herself that corresponded to the best of what she was and wished to
be. Between the two sisters, the nun and the artist, despite the difference in age a true
friendship was thus created, nourished by regular correspondence and founded on shared
sensitivity and values; a love of nature, a taste for art, faith in idealization, and veneration of
their dead mother (Ricard 394).
In the early twentieth century Canadian women, like US women, had few opportunities
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outside the home to exert control over their lives. An important exception was the avenue
provided by the religious orders of Roman Catholic nuns especially in Québec and Manitoba.
Funded in part by dowries provided by the parents of young nuns as a proxy for their marriage to
God, the orders specialized in performing service to help the unwanted members of Canadian
society through charitable works and institutions, including establishing hospitals, orphanages,
homes for unwed mothers and schools for immigrant children (Danylewycz 17, 70).
In the first half of the twentieth century, about 2-3% of Québec's young women became
nuns; there were 6,600 in 1901, and 26,000 in 1941. In Québec in 1917, 32 teaching orders
operated 586 boarding schools for girls. At that time in Québec there was no public education
provided for girls beyond the elementary-school level. In 1936, the nuns of Québec operated 150
institutions, with 30,000 beds to care for the long-term sick, the homeless, and orphans (Dumont et
al. 94-96, 218-20, 241).
Bernadette’s order was established in 1823 and its purpose was to educate the poorest and
most abandoned young girls through the many schools it established. Since it was founded, the
Congregation advocated the advancement of the cause of women through education (Congregation
of the Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus and Mary: Key Moments: Our History).
This is the path Bernadette chose for herself, and her dedication to a life of the spirit of the
spirit intrigued Gabrielle. As Bernadette declined in health, Gabrielle was drawn to walk with her
through her illness. In the process, she learned to share with her sister her gifts of the spirit, and
these gifts took clear shape in Gabrielle’s later writing.
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CHAPTER 3: PRIVATE LETTERS AS PORTRAITS
A close examination of the letters Gabrielle Roy wrote to her sister Bernadette over decades
of their lives reveals a rich, evolving portrait of Gabrielle the artist and her sister Bernadette the
nun. We also see how these two women on such different paths found common ground.
While there are ethical concerns about studying material not intended for publication by the
parties involved, the letters offer a nuanced lens through which to appreciate Gabrielle Roy’s
artistic work and to witness a testament of love between two sisters. Letters to Bernadette, the
collection of 138 previously unpublished letters from Gabrielle Roy to her sister, do not contain
any shocking family secrets or quarrels, but rather reveal smaller, quieter and gentler moments of
the two women’s lives over the course of three decades, as well as touch on the fundamental
themes of love, family and nature. Their correspondence portrays how a strong sisterly bond grew
between them and enriched the lives of both. Gabrielle and Bernadette’s love sustained them
through tremendous suffering and rekindled Gabrielle’s religious faith.
Even though the letters portray just one side of the dialogue, through Gabrielle’s voice, a
sense of Bernadette’s life and personality emerges. Gabrielle’s relationship with Bernadette
sustained her through her entire life, and in the end, Gabrielle supported Bernadette as she faced
the end of her life.
On June 26, 1943 Gabrielle Roy’s mother, Mélina Roy, passed away and Gabrielle Roy
traveled to Manitoba, having not lived in the province since 1937. The loss of her mother triggered
a profound change in Gabrielle, in her relationship with her family, and in her future writing. At
this point letters began to be shared between Gabrielle and Bernadette Roy. Gabrielle dedicated
her first novel, The Tin Flute, to her mother. Gabrielle writes in the unpublished sequel to her
autobiography, Enchantment and Sorrow about her train ride home to her mother’s funeral,
16

“During the night in an Ontario forest, there began between my mother and me that singular
exchange of voices in which I alone received her confidences through the silence, or rather that
long inexhaustible quest for someone departed which can end only with our own end…” (Ricard
225).
Letters to Bernadette gathers letters Gabrielle Roy wrote to her sister Bernadette over a
period of almost thirty years. These letters to her “chère petite soeur” were given back to Gabrielle
upon Bernadette’s death. Gabrielle treasured these until her own death. Her agent, editor and
friend Francois Ricard came upon these letters as he was researching the biography of Gabrielle
which she had trusted him to write upon her death. Ricard published these letters in a single
volume because he felt they offered a lens through which to view her writings throughout her life,
and more important, spotlight the evolution of the most important relationship in Gabrielle’s life.
The letters were translated into English by Patricia Claxton.
The correspondence between Gabrielle and Bernadette is bookended by two deaths: her
mother Mélina in 1943 and her sister Bernadette in 1970. Between these two life endings,
Gabrielle wrote to her sister and revealed her development as a writer and her profound growth in
her spirituality. It is her connection with the “creation’s supreme truth” (Roy Letters to Bernadette
183) that helps to transform not only her relationship with her closest sister, Bernadette, but also
her writing voice as shown in her later writings.
The 138 letters collected in Letters to Bernadette comprise both chronological and
emotional sharing. The letters written between the years 1943 and 1969 cover a variety of
Gabrielle’s geographic locations, ranging from her summer cottage in Petite-Riviere-SaintFrançois, Charlevoix, outside Québec City, and in the US, Florida and Arizona. At the start of
their correspondence, Gabrielle typically writes to Bernadette either before or after the Christmas
holidays, around summer holidays or family events. Gabrielle relates that Bernadette’s locations
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are more limited to her annual holiday at her religious community’s summer camp on the shores of
Lake Winnipeg, and her postings are out in the prairies of Western Canada or in Saint-Boniface,
Manitoba. Francois Ricard relates, “Although only Gabrielle’s letters are assembled in this
volume, among their most striking revelations is the deep, firm friendship between the two sisters,
their confidence in one another, all increasing as the years pass and experiences and shared
bereavements accumulate” (Roy Letters to Bernadette xii).
By reviewing the body of letters assembled in this slim volume, the nature of the sisters’
relationship emerges, and we see how this relationship influenced her writing. The content of these
early letters mostly covers anecdotal family matters, but these letters matter for biographical
interest in Gabrielle Roy. The letters display Gabrielle Roy’s personality and the range of her
writing styles. They allow us to see how she relates to her sister and her family in these early
years. Looking at the letters as a whole, one sees that the first half portray Gabrielle focused on her
career. The later letters show Gabrielle focused more on her family and on ultimate spiritual
concerns.
The large group of letters from 1970 begins on March 6th when Gabrielle learned of
Bernadette’s illness, and it ends in May 1970 with Bernadette’s death. As Bernadette’s illness
progressed, Gabrielle wrote to her every day, and they formed a covenant of faith or a “prayer
pact.” The two sisters made this covenant as a symbol of their inseparable spiritual relationship
with one another, a relationship that cannot be broken by time or space or even by death. While
these letters do speak of death, they also speak “eloquently of love. Out of the anguish that
attended their writing, grew paradoxically the sense of oneness with the universe…” (Roy Letters
to Bernadette xiii). This group of letters speaks of hope and the promise of future relationships in
the afterlife, all grounded in a deep spirituality and belief that we are connected to a higher purpose
beyond our life on Earth. Gabrielle writes of her belief that Bernadette will continue to be able to
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offer spiritual support to her youngest sister even from the afterlife.
The later letters reveal Gabrielle’s dedication to continuing her relationship with Bernadette
as a priority in her life despite the obstacles posed by her craft and her complicated relationship
with other members of her family. Their sister Clémence’s emotional, mental and physical
disabilities create continuing burdens for both sisters. Clémence was never able to live
independently and suffered emotional breakdowns that were largely unexplained (Ricard 50).
Despite these complications, the deep, abiding love between Bernadette and Gabrielle continues
through the letters, despite how uneven their topics are and how variable their depth and writing
styles.
The first letter in the volume is dated September 15, 1943 and is written from a hotel in
Montreal, where thirty-four-year-old Gabrielle was working as a journalist and living meagerly on
her earnings from writing freelance articles. This first letter reflects a reconnection with family
and, in particular, her sister Bernadette:
This is the first time I’ve written you since the day we stood arm and arm, you and I, gazing
at the little body that had been our mother. My dear, kind sister, that day as never before
I’ve felt the strength in you, God’s great serenity in you. And if I haven’t written you since,
it’s not because I haven’t thought about this every single day; you and I beside that little
body—all we loved most in the world. Dear, dear Dédette, my big sister of childhood—at a
moment when I was feeling so alone, so bereft that life no longer seemed to have any
purpose or direction, this was still what you were to me, my big sister. Thank you for the
comfort you gave me (Roy Letters to Bernadette 3).
This first letter speaks about the strength of their relationship and the trust Gabrielle had in
Bernadette. When she closes the letter, it is clear that Gabrielle looks up to Bernadette as a role
model and parent surrogate, particularly with the gap left by her mother’s death, “Dear Dédette,
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from the depth of my loneliness—a loneliness that calls aloud and won’t be still since Maman
died—I send you my love and a big hug like the ones I used to give you when I was little and you
were my big sister” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 3-4).
Mélina Roy’s death triggered some life changes for Gabrielle. It brought Gabrielle back to
Manitoba where she had not lived since 1937 when she left for Europe. So, the passing of Mélina
made Gabrielle long to return to her roots, to reconnect and replenish her family reserves.
Gabrielle had removed herself from her family to travel to Europe and elsewhere in Canada so she
could focus solely on her writing and her efforts to get published as a novelist.
There is only one letter from 1943, and fittingly it involves the death of her mother, Mélina.
Also, at that time Gabrielle was in the process of writing The Tin Flute, her first novel. In 1946
there is only one letter, a long, newsy one reflecting on some of the information Gabrielle has
gotten on family matters. It is through the letter that Gabrielle can connect even further than her
correspondence reveals. For example, she says that Bernadette remains “so natural, so vivacious,
that I can imagine your joy, beautiful like a child’s in the exuberant way you show it. Anna too
told me about it, and I was delighted and sad both at once…sad not to be there with you” (Roy
Letters to Bernadette 4-6). It is in this sentence that a further theme of Gabrielle’s relationship
with family, and even with Bernadette, is revealed. For a variety of reasons, Gabrielle keeps her
distance from them and only wishes to experience them from afar. However, she remains intent on
maintaining a relationship, and she is “sad” she is not present with her two sisters—Anna (another
sister) and Bernadette--as mentioned in the letter.
In the 1940’s, as a young woman in her 30’s, Gabrielle is committed to focusing on her
writing. But her guilt is triggered as she is “sad” as to what she knows she’s missing in her
relationship with her family. During this period of time there are a total of nine letters from
Gabrielle to Bernadette, with an average of only one to two per year. This was a very active period
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for Gabrielle: she married Dr. Marcel Carbotte in 1947 and lived in both Québec and France.
During this time, Bernadette was also active in her religious career, teaching in a remote location
called Keewatin Parish in Western Canada. The timing of their letters usually occurred during
holidays or Gabrielle’s travels; it is during her travels to France that Gabrielle is reawakened to her
love of Canada as she says in a 1949 letter, “Distance stirs curious feelings inside us. It awakens
affection for many things we never loved. From here I can see how incomparably beautiful,
youthful and dynamic life is in Canada” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 14-15).
This is like the nostalgia she experiences with her family when she is separated from them.
And it is a familiar theme that is echoed in later letters. Gabrielle longs to be present and see family
members, particularly Bernadette, and play a direct role in their lives, but she is apart from them
over the course of many years. Her guilt is assuaged by the financial gifts she provides and the
contact she continues by telephone and letter with Bernadette and through sporadic visits over the
years. This loving but hands-off approach is what provided the mental, physical and emotional
space for Gabrielle to do her best writing and develop her talents over the course of the next twenty
years between the late 1940’s and late 1960’s.
In the 1950’s there are only seven letters between the sisters. Bernadette was teaching and
serving her order, and Gabrielle was in France and Québec City, settling into married life and
writing novels and articles. The predominant themes of these letters are family matters and career
developments for Gabrielle. The family matters Gabrielle discussed include more transactional
items, such as the financial support that Gabrielle provides for their sister Clémence and for
Bernadette through donations to her order. It is upon Bernadette’s shoulders that the ongoing
responsibility for Clémence rests, but through her writing success, Gabrielle is able to provide
ongoing financial support. In several letters it is noted that she needs receipts for income tax
purposes or for her own use to make sure her check arrived. Her relationship with Clémence is
21

transactional: she provides financial support in lieu of an emotional connection. She outsources the
emotional responsibility to her elder sister. In this way, Gabrielle was able to protect herself from
any entanglements that would impact negatively on her freedom to write and pursue her career as a
novelist.
During this period, as related in a letter dated June 4, 1955, Gabrielle writes to Bernadette
from Paris that she is “so happy that you can come to Québec City. Sad, however, that I won’t be
there to make you at home. I’m sure Marcel will do it for me, and he will take you to see some of
the sights, to the extent he’s free. I’m sending you a cheque for Clémence’s room and board and
$10.00 for you and $10.00 for Adele [another sister]” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 23-24). She
explains the rationale for this French trip to assuage her guilt feelings with Bernadette:
I made a very quick decision on this trip to France, in fact just ten days before leaving.
Which is why I didn’t have time to tell anyone in Manitoba. Perhaps I’ll be back while
you’re still in Québec, but I doubt it because the passage to France is rather expensive and
to make it worthwhile, I must stay several months. I’m feeling pretty well. The truth is that
traveling agrees with me… (Roy Letters to Bernadette 23).
This letter is a good example of the dual nature of Gabrielle’s relationship with Bernadette
and other members of her family both in this period and throughout her life. She feels strongly
about acting on her desires to travel, to be free of entanglements to write and to be able to have life
experiences that will enrich and foster her writing life.
While Gabrielle was in France, Bernadette had the opportunity to visit Québec City and
take a summer course at L’universite Laval. Since Bernadette’s side of the conversation is missing,
we cannot know how she might have felt about not seeing Gabrielle. But we do get a reflection of
Bernadette’s personality and perspective on life in Gabrielle’s letter to her on September 3, 1958
following her elder sister’s summer holiday, “Your letter quite enchanted me, a vibrant little letter
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brimming and bubbling with joy to be back in the midst of nature, which you love so much. I can
see you in your rocking chair on a wooden veranda, gazing with delight at the trees and water, your
nostrils almost quivering, as always when you are deeply moved. How sweet of you to have shared
this moment of joy with me!” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 26-27).
And on December 6, 1958, Gabrielle writes a letter commenting on the profound peace and
comfort she gets from gazing on a portrait photo that includes the two sisters (Figure 2). She talks
lovingly about this photograph:
Remember the lovely portrait of me taken in your arms when I was perhaps two years old,
and you probably 13? You’re holding an arm gently around me, and even though I have a
serious little face, a bit solemn, sickly looking, I seem happy to be close to you...I have it
hanging on my wall, and every time I pass by, my eyes rest on those children that we were,
you and I, and I feel my heart swell gently with emotion, neither sadness nor cheerfulness
but something combining the two, perhaps. In any event, it’s a really beautiful reminder of
you (Roy Letters to Bernadette 28-29).
In the 1960’s there is an increase in the number of letters between the two sisters. More
than seventy letters are collected from Gabrielle to Bernadette with an average of seven per year.
During this time period, Bernadette retires from active teaching and has returned to the Académie
Saint-Joseph in the sisters’ birthplace in Saint-Boniface. Meanwhile, Gabrielle’s permanent base is
in Québec City, but she is still traveling to such warmer locations as Arizona and Florida to escape
Canada’s punishing winters. They both experience health issues, with Bernadette seeming to suffer
from fatigue, and Gabrielle plagued by a serious heart condition, thyroid disease, insomnia, gastric
issues and problems walking (Clemente 160).
There are two significant events in Bernadette and Gabrielle’s lives--one positive and one
negative--that are documented in the letters. In January 1964 Gabrielle traveled to Phoenix,
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Arizona to visit her elder sister Anna who was dying of cancer. Gabrielle is the only family
member with the means to travel there and for the first time can spend time with Anna who is close
to death. As documented in a handful of letters to Bernadette from January 1964, Gabrielle steps
up to the task of attending appropriately to her sister with multiple visits a day during her days in
Phoenix and shares with her sister Bernadette:
It’s hard to watch her being slowly consumed like this. She’s not afraid of death any more,
tells me she wants it, in fact, and I’ve done my best to give her confidence in the beyond.
As a comfort, I left Maman’s little old rosary in her hands, the one you took from Maman’s
hands when she was resting in her coffin and gave to me. Since then I’ve never been
without it, and several times in my life it has been a great comfort to me (Roy Letters to
Bernadette 60-61).
Anna’s death was a significant event in Gabrielle’s life even though they shared little in
common as Anna was twenty years her senior. The event “marked a two-fold conversion in
Gabrielle. It set in motion an inner development whose culmination would be reached several
years later on the occasion of another death, Bernadette’s” (Ricard 391). So, this first conversion
led to a realization of the finality of death and the prospect of the afterlife. It was with Anna’s
death, that Gabrielle once again returned to the family fold from which she had exiled herself due
to her focus on her career and travels. As Ricard states, “But now it was as though Anna’s illness
and death had placed Gabrielle squarely before the prospect of her own solitude, and she suddenly
rediscovered her dependence on her family, her place in it, and her need for the presence and
support of her sisters” (Ricard 391-392). Anna’s death, coupled with the shadow of her mother
Mélina’s death, compounded the sense of loss and with Gabrielle’s own advancing years provided
some clarity for her on the importance of closer ties to her family.
Gabrielle is present with the group at Anna’s side and can provide her sister with spiritual
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comfort at the end of her life. The loss of Anna is a serious emotional blow to Gabrielle and
Bernadette. But Gabrielle is now present and available emotionally to provide support during this
Roy family loss. A change in Gabrielle’s perspective on family and her spirituality has taken
place, and she begins to place a greater importance on family relationships.
In July 1964 Bernadette sends Gabrielle a letter about her summer vacation at the
Congregation’s summer camp, and Gabrielle reflects back:
I received your beautiful letter, so filled with your love of creation that when I read it I
couldn’t help feeling your exhilaration and seeing and hearing the things that delight you
so, the lake, the woods, the sky and clouds, even the constant murmur of wind in your little
clump of poplars. I have a similar little wood of birch and poplar saplings which hear
rustling just about all the time, and I love these trees more than any others because their
foliage is so sensitive—so like our own hearts, when you think of it, so easily stirred, so
constantly on the alert. You’re quite right to see the Lord present in all these things (Roy
Letters to Bernadette 67-68).
Gabrielle understands how nature affects her sister with joy and in a gesture of generosity
invites both Bernadette and Clémence to visit her in July 1965 at her summer cottage. This is a
significant occurrence in all three sisters’ lives. Bernadette obtained permission from her order to
make the visit for a three-week holiday. There are several letters before and after the visit
describing the arrangements and Gabrielle’s heartfelt memories following the visit.
In the June 1965 letters, Gabrielle provides the money and detailed instructions on the
travel arrangements. Gabrielle had rented a house nearby for the sisters to share rather than have
them stay with her and her husband. She also arranged for a friend to make meals for them. These
arrangements allowed Gabrielle to continue her practice of writing in the morning; she then joined
her sisters for walks to the Saint Lawrence River or drives to local sights. Bernadette would “sit
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for long spells at the top of the cliff, working with birchbark and gazing at the river and the
islands” (Ricard 396). Gabrielle had difficulty adapting to having her two sisters so close by since
she had not lived with them for many years. Sometimes during the visit she lost her patience and
became irritated by them, “But their joy invariably reflected on her [Gabrielle] and excited her too;
seeing Clémence and Bernadette so happy; and especially seeing them happy because of her,
because she had seen fit to receive them and give them a little bit of her time, this much was
enough to gratify her, let her feel better about herself by assuring her, in a way of her own
kindness” (Ricard 396).
This family vacation gathering was a formative, nourishing experience for Gabrielle, who
had spent so much of her adult life escaping from family entanglements and obligations. She was
in a place in her life to be able to give a gift to her sisters and ultimately herself by reaching outside
herself and connecting deeply with her sisters at her treasured Petite-Rivière-Saint-François, a
source of creativity and peace for her as a writer. This vacation provides a wellspring of memories
of a magical summer interlude for both Bernadette and Gabrielle, one that would symbolize their
bond as sisters and spiritual soulmates. It is on this shared experience that Gabrielle draws
inspiration for her collection of stories, Enchanted Summer, published in 1972 following
Bernadette’s death in 1970. Upon her death, Bernadette provided Gabrielle with both a model of
saint-like behavior and a vision of the world.
This 1965 vacation for the three sisters was never repeated, and Bernadette and Clémence
never got to visit Petite-Rivière-Saint-François again. In a letter from August 1965, Gabrielle
thanks Bernadette for her visit, but there is also a “mea culpa” in it that hints at the strain Gabrielle
must have been under to have the family visitors intruding on her private physical and emotional
space:
But I think we three sisters, with our brother [Marcel] joining in so wholeheartedly, made a
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kind of small masterpiece of this time together. It has done me a great deal of good too.
The pleasure it gave me to see you both so interested in everything and loving everything
repaid me far beyond the work it took, which wasn’t really tiring because everybody helped
(Roy Letters to Bernadette 80-81).
While Gabrielle expresses her happiness and joy at the time they spent together and
highlights Bernadette’s happiness with the visit, she also touches on the “work” that was involved
on Gabrielle’s part to prepare for the visit. Perhaps it did involve a great deal of effort and time
away from her private writing time. Perhaps it was a great sacrifice, and Gabrielle openly
acknowledges this to her sister. Despite housing her sisters apart from her and securing household
help to tend them with meals, Gabrielle still notes the stress of the trip even as she embraces the joy
it gave her.
Later letters from 1967 to 1969 comment on Gabrielle and Bernadette’s wishes and hopes
that their trip to the summer cottage could be arranged again, “Oh, if only this beautiful thing can
happen to us once again in our lives!” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 96-97). In a letter dated March 8,
1969, Gabrielle articulates the hurdles that she is setting up to prevent another visit:
As for the trip that you and Clémence want to make this summer to visit me, I’ve been
thinking about it almost constantly since you first mentioned, believe me, but for the
moment I still can’t make any decision. I don’t want to dampen all hopes of it for you, or
create false ones. I’m going to do everything I can, though I can’t be sure it will work out,
because there are a lot of difficulties (Roy Letters to Bernadette 115).
So, year after year, from 1967 to 1969, Bernadette had hoped that there might be another
trip to Petite-Rivière-Saint-François, but it was not to be.
Then in 1970, Bernadette’s renal cancer was discovered. She was still very active at age 72
and though retired from her teaching ministry in 1966, she was still engaged in teaching diction
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lessons in the Saint-Boniface schools and supervising the ongoing care for her sister Clémence.
Upon discovering the cancer, Bernadette underwent an operation that was unsuccessful. Following
this operation, her community took her to the “infirmary” of the Académie Saint-Joseph convent,
where she was cared for by the nuns there until her death (Ricard 425).
When Gabrielle heard the dire news about her sister’s illness, she travelled to Bernadette’s
side. She remained there for three weeks from March 21 to April 7, 1970 and spent almost all the
time right by Bernadette’s side, “divided between the pain of watching her sister go…and the
pleasure of being reunited with her” (Ricard 425). Surprisingly, the two sisters had not been
together since the summer of 1965. Their time together was profound and provided Bernadette
with an opportunity to share deeply her doubts and fears as she faced the end of life. Gabrielle was
able to comfort both Bernadette and herself from the grief they both shared. In the conversations
they shared over the three weeks of daily visits, they deepened their relationship and became so
close they began to feel inseparable. Before she left Bernadette’s side, Gabrielle made a covenant
of prayer with her dying sister. Bernadette agreed to offer her suffering for Gabrielle’s sake, and in
turn Gabrielle, once she was home in Québec City, would go to daily Mass for Bernadette.
Gabrielle honored this prayer covenant faithfully, but she also decided to send daily letters to
Bernadette to offer additional moral and spiritual support to her sister. Between April 8 and May
24, 1970, a period of 46 days, Gabrielle wrote 43 letters to Bernadette. However, their receipt in
Saint-Boniface was affected by intermittent postal strikes that took place in Canada in 1970. It was
the practice of the nuns caring for Bernadette to read each letter aloud to her. This was the case for
all letters except for the last five which unfortunately arrived after Bernadette died.
The final group of letters written in April and May 1970 are “among the finest” she wrote
since they differ markedly from prior letters to Bernadette in that they are considered the purest and
are free of messages, information or transactional exchanges (Ricard 426). All the letters are
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replete with language articulating the simple desire to speak to each other as dear sisters and more
important, not to allow the thread of “inner conversation” and deep friendship binding the two of
them to be broken (Roy Letters to Bernadette 159). It is evident in these letters that, while they are
addressed to Bernadette, they are really written for Gabrielle as she struggles to console herself for
losing Bernadette and to devise a concrete way to help Bernadette albeit remotely. In effect, these
last letters are prayers offered for both Bernadette and Gabrielle. “By writing her every day she was
putting herself in the dying woman’s place, steeping herself in Bernadette’s spirit, capturing
Bernadette’s view of the work and of those around her” (Ricard 427).
The letters become a “shield that protects” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 157). Gabrielle also
wanted to become spiritually one with Bernadette and share her sanctity and saintliness. These
later letters reveal the transformation of Gabrielle both as a writer and as a sister. This group of
letters is also noteworthy for the ecumenical sense of spirituality that Gabrielle attempts to impart
to her sister to comfort her. Gabrielle’s references include a poem from Baudelaire, a Hindu
prayer, an excerpt from Saint-Exupery’s The Prince and other sources such as The Bhagavad Gita,
Sanskrit, and Chinese proverbs. Gabrielle includes Baudelaire’s poem “Invitation to Travel” in her
letter of April 8, 1970, the first letter upon her return to Québec City from her sister’s side:
My child, my sister,
If only we two
Could live in that land afar
With time to love
To love and die
Where all is the way you are
(Baudelaire poem from Roy Letters to Bernadette 144)
Gabrielle confirms in this letter that “Today I’m starting on the covenant of prayer we
made, and I shall ask for your well-being—as you will ask for mine, I hope—with all my love and
with all the confidence in God that you have helped me acquire“ (Roy Letters to Bernadette 14429

145).
In her April 10, 1970 letter to Bernadette, Gabrielle reports on her startling revelation, “And
suddenly I’ve realized that I’ve always had, and always will have, only one real sister, one who is
really close, with the same likes and dislikes, the same ideals and inclinations, and this sister who is
very close to you, Dédette my dear” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 148). The letter on April 11, 1970
is addressed to “Dédette,” the first time Gabrielle had done so since she was a child. This was a
gesture of deepening familiarity beyond all the other personas of Bernadette---as Sister Léon-de-laCroix and even as Bernadette.
On April 13, 1970, Gabrielle’s letter to Bernadette opens up with a hearkening of spring
with all the promise and rebirth it offers, “This morning at last I heard the crows in the sky
announcing spring and it awakened the memory of water flowing, buds swelling at the ends of
branches, all the revival that grips our hearts each time as if it were the first”(Roy Letters to
Bernadette 152). The prayer covenant that the two sisters share represents these signs of spring
and brings “tranquility.”
With the April 16, 1970 letter the sisters’ first prayer pact ends, but Gabrielle begins
another one immediately to help continue the “fraternity of their souls” that is too beautiful to be
“broken.” With this experience, Gabrielle describes how she is growing in this faith journey with
Bernadette, “I don’t understand any better what place pain has in creation and knowing that you’re
in pain still grieves me as much as before, but I think I can see how pain is the tool with which we
are forged—or with what we forge ourselves—and joy as well, for that matter. Pain and joy: life is
a terrible pendulum between these two extremes” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 155-156).
There is deep pain, but deep spiritual maturity revealed in this April 17, 1970 letter with
long excerpts included below as illustrations. Through her continuing prayer practice with
Bernadette, Gabrielle created a buffer for herself and for Bernadette through which there was
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transformation:
It’s really quite astonishing that you should think of my letters as a shield that protects you
…so they’ll form a kind of buffer around you through which nothing bad can pass. I’ve
always felt that this must be the most important effect of the love we have for others, and
perhaps it’s also the secret of what we call the community of saints, a great circle of souls
each striving to help the others, with the Lord in the centre…With my inward eye I often
picture your little room, your table and armchair, the rocking chair you had brought for me,
the stool I moved for you a hundred times, the big window overlooking a bit of open space
and the sky. And you, most of all you, with your little white cap just a bit crooked and your
little hand with its gentle index finder extended, and the others curled under like the foot of
a bird. I see you always busy thinking of others, writing a note, sending yet another
present, having one knitted by ‘one of our sisters,’ always and endlessly giving, giving,
giving. So it is that while you’ve never really possessed anything of your own, you’ve
given more than anyone else. This is the magic of Dédette—having nothing of her own yet
always finding something to give (Roy Letters to Bernadette 157).
Toward the end of this letter Gabrielle acknowledges a change from writing as Bernadette’s
little sister to writing parentally to Bernadette, “God bless you, “my child, my sister,” and grant
you sound sleep tonight” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 158). Gabrielle continues to acknowledge her
new role in the letter dated April 20, 1970, “Now you’re the one who is the battered bird, the prey
of illness, and I’m the one trying to protect you with my prayers and all the yearning of the soul.
But the roles will be reversed the moment your soul like a bird at last set free, reaches the endlessly
space and light and music for which we were created” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 160-161).
The letters she writes Bernadette become even more lyrical with nature imagery with
symbols such as the snow geese and how they stand for one’s soul, “I firmly believe that the human
31

soul is much like a bird that keeps seeking total freedom” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 162).
As Bernadette’s journey moves towards imminent death, Gabrielle acknowledges that
Bernadette is on the cusp of:
taking flight in total freedom, a poor bird that has suffered in captivity, however beautiful
life may be, for life is still at best a kind of cage, is it not? Everything we love most about
life, seeing the sky in all its depth, the prairies to infinity, immense reaches of waters, long
rivers flowing towards the sea, all the things we love most in life—think carefully about
this—are precisely those that make us forget our captivity and dream of an absolute” (Roy
Letters to Bernadette 182-183).
The dream of the afterlife is a comfort to Gabrielle and she hopes it is also a source of hope
to Bernadette, “I’ll envy you being born into true life; you glowing like a butterfly freshly
emerged from the chrysalis, you shimmering in God’s light like birch leaves in the wind and sun
(Roy Letters to Bernadette 183).
Gabrielle shares a dream of a voyage to the afterlife with Bernadette in her letter on May 7,
1970, “I dreamed last night that we were beside a great expanse of clear water in the sun. We were
about to leave the shore, setting on a voyage whose end we could not know, but the sea was so
beautiful and the sky so benign that we were certain this voyage was going to be the best of
voyages” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 184).
On April 22, 1970, Gabrielle writes, “The other day it dawned on me that we love life as we
do because life is God, a part of God, a part of God which is more or less tangible, whereas the
other part, which is immense, is out of view beyond the horizon. And in order to know God we
must love life as you love. Loving life is the most important, the most essential of all prayers”
(Roy Letters to Bernadette 164).
As I write this paper, I too am feeling grief at the losses and pains that pile up in my life.
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For me, it is surviving cancer and living with fear of recurrence that continually rests on my
shoulders. It is saying a constant goodbye to a mother with dementia who does not remember her
childhood in Gabrielle and Bernadette’s home town Saint-Boniface. Through it all, like Bernadette
and Gabrielle, my core values are centered on love and faith in God and in the hope that life
continues to bring us. This faith is a family legacy I feel I share with the Roy sisters and with my
own family of origin. Gabrielle’s faith and spirituality were embodied in nature images; this
mirrors my own. For example, I find endless refuge on the shores of the Hudson River. Nature,
for me, has been a vehicle through which God speaks to us, and nature provides the thin place
where God is present.
After Bernadette dies, Gabrielle sees nature as embodying Bernadette, with her spirit living
on. In her letter to Bernadette on May 13, 1970, she talks about the seasonal migration of the wild
Canadian geese winging in flight from the south towards the Arctic. Their flight carries them over
Québec City where Gabrielle is living and offers her a message of hope:
This is their resting place, where they pause on their long, exhausting journey and rebuild
their strength. They stay here on the shores of the Saint Lawrence River, thousands and
thousands of them, feeling safe and at home, fearing nothing…and you can hear their
strange, haunting cry; like a call to something better than we have ever known on earth. In
any event it’s a cry that seems suddenly to release the knots in one’s hair…the lovely
bewitching cry that lifts one’s soul with hope (Roy Letters to Bernadette 189).
In one of the last letters read to Bernadette before she died Gabrielle offers a testament to
Bernadette of her legacy of love and her impact on those around her, “You won them over forever
with that zest for life radiating from you, which I think goes well with a love of God“(Roy Letters
to Bernadette 191). Gabrielle understands deeply that Bernadette’s example of loving life in all its
dimensions of pain, sorrow and magic have provided an example of faith in action and love of God
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(Roy Letters to Bernadette 191).
It is unfortunate that there are a handful of letters written between May 19 and May 24,
1970 that were unable to be read to Bernadette before she died due to the Canadian postal strike.
In these lyrical and deeply spiritual letters, Gabrielle continued to give voice to her grief and hope
she would once again be joined with her dear sister Bernadette in the afterlife and the light of
eternity.
On April 29, 1970 just shortly before her sister’s death, Gabrielle Roy received a small box
from Bernadette’s community. They contained Gabrielle’s letters that Bernadette had been
keeping for her as a humble but treasured gift from one sister to the legacy of the other. As
Gabrielle read some of them, it comforted her to rediscover how much she had loved Bernadette
and how much she continued to love her with the passage of years as proof of “their bonds of
tenderness.” Gabrielle re-read these letters from her own hand with a mixture of both grief and joy.
As she was reminded in her letter to Bernadette on April 30, 1970:
If at times I’ve fairly successfully conveyed the deepest feeling I’ve always had for you,
which has deepened through the years, if I’ve expressed this love in my heart for you
reasonably well at times, it’s still nothing compared to what I really feel. Words are never
powerful enough to express our feelings, or anything that has to do with the soul. Yet all
my life I have kept trying to find words to express this turmoil, this perpetual stirring, this
inner life of our being” (Roy Letters to Bernadette 173).
I believe that a close examination of the letters that Gabrielle Roy wrote to her sister
Bernadette Roy provides valuable insights about the life, thinking and artistic vision of Gabrielle
Roy, as well as the origins of her writings as inspired by her relationship with her sister Bernadette.
Even though this collection of letters provides only half of the correspondence between the two
sisters, we still hear Bernadette’s voice through the reflections that Gabrielle makes throughout the
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letters. The letters reflect a dialogue between the two sisters that evolves over the course of time
and their mutual life events. It is the evolution of their relationship that I believe marks a writing
of their private lives without naming it as a biographical rendering. The letters that exist between
the two sisters and captured in this small volume are a testament to the ways in which they both
pursued lives outside of what might be deemed conventional modes—with Bernadette as a
cloistered nun and with Gabrielle as a reclusive writer with no children and married to a gay
husband. Here are two women from the early to late 20th century who led such different lives, one
in the secular world and the other in the spiritual world.
Gabrielle Roy expressed all four of Heilbrun’s ways to write her life, each in differing
manners of expression with three publicly and one privately. First Gabrielle wrote her
autobiography, entitled Enchantment and Sorrow. In this volume, Gabrielle had the opportunity to
set aside all her fictional characters and tell her own life story with a candid perspective on her first
thirty years.
With the group of letters collected in Letters to Bernadette, and with commentary in this
thesis, I believe that the intimate relationship between the two sisters comprises the context for
Gabrielle Roy’s writing and frames a very personal spiritual narrative that helps to contribute to the
collective body of women’s writing. According to Heilbrun, women seek the opportunity to
“exchange stories, where they read and talk collectively of ambitions, and possibilities, and
accomplishments” (Heilbrun 47). In the case of Letters to Bernadette, the exchange of messages
reveals faith, fear and very personal accounts of their lives, through the voice of Gabrielle Roy.
The correspondence between the sisters reflects one side of the dialogue, in Gabrielle’s
words, and we are missing Bernadette’s direct voice. So we are left to question the ethics of
interpreting these letters and using them as context against which to read Gabrielle Roy’s fiction
and extrapolate certain interpretations. Are there limitations we need to make in our interpretations
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as a result? In The Ethics of Life Writing, there are several essays that comment on the nature of
life writing and some of the pitfalls therein. But in this volume no one writes more cogently on the
pitfalls of life writing and the publication of someone’s private letters than Nancy K. Miller in her
essay, “The Ethics of Betrayal: Diary of A Memoirist” (Miller 147 – 160). Miller says, “Whose
story is it? However uncomfortable, the truth of human relations resides in the fact of
relationship—and to say relation is to say relative. Add memory and we can begin to see how
delicate our notions about describing a relationship have to be. Any form of life writing must
weigh the mix of competing interests…Can such publication ever be fair? Can ethics share the
side of power? Can we imagine—would we want to—an ethics of betrayal? An ethical betrayal?”
(Miller 152-153).
In the case of Letters to Bernadette, keen interest in the inner workings of Gabrielle Roy’s
creative source drove publication of the letters, particularly in the lyrical nature of the final group
of letters to Bernadette and the fact that they echo the key themes in Gabrielle Roy’s writing.
Despite their deaths was there a betrayal to the privacy of Gabrielle Roy even in death? Did she
intend for these to be published or indicate it would be okay to do so? Does seeing the world of
Gabrielle Roy through the prism of letters and viewing her writings through that same prism
provide a skewed version of the reality of Gabrielle Roy’s life and legacy? I think not, particularly
if you do a close reading of three selected Gabrielle Roy works as I did of The Tin Flute, Street of
Riches and Enchanted Summer. Analysis of these three selected works reveals the key messages of
love, hope, and redemption discussed in the letters, and characters in these books embody the
essence and personality of Bernadette albeit as characters with names other than Bernadette. I will
discuss this review in closer detail in the next chapter of this thesis.
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CHAPTER 4: A SISTER’S VOICE

Some of the main themes revealed in the letters between Gabrielle and Bernadette Roy find
their resonance in three of Gabrielle’s writings. Bernadette is seen clearly in these writings: The
Tin Flute, published at the beginning of her career in 1945; Street of Riches published in 1955
towards the middle of her writing years; and Enchanted Summer, published in 1972, was written
towards the end of her career. These works are varied in style, since Gabrielle was varied as a
writer. The Tin Flute was Gabrielle’s most celebrated work and her signature literary
accomplishment. The other two are deeply autobiographical collections of stories.

The Tin Flute
Published first in French in 1945 as Bonheur d’occasion (meaning secondhand happiness)
and two years later translated into English in 1947, The Tin Flute is considered a classic of
Canadian fiction. The novel focuses on the life and events of the poor French-Canadian Lacasse
family in the slums of the Saint-Henri neighborhood of Montreal as its members struggle to
overcome poverty and ignorance while they pursue love and redemption. It reveals a family’s
tenderness, sacrifice and attempts to survive in precarious economic times during the early part of
World War II. Roy’s first novel paints, for the first time in Canada, a starkly realistic portrait of
the lives of ordinary people and their struggles. As a freelance journalist at the time, Roy lived in a
more well-off neighborhood just outside Saint-Henri. With a writer’s focus, she walked through
Saint Henri for many months, drawn by the richness of human experience visible at every corner,
convinced that stories of the life there needed to be told.
In August 2017 The Tin Flute was declared an “historical event” in French-Canadian
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“Québecois” heritage by Québec’s Ministry of Culture and Communications (Montreal Gazette).
The Culture Minister stated that Roy’s novel marked a break in Québecois literature from the prior
literary tradition of working-class novels celebrating rural life. Minister Luc Fortin noted that The
Tin Flute represents the “beginning of a protest literature that emerges in a period of profound
social transformations” (Montreal Gazette) between the end of the Great Depression and the end of
the Second World War.
All the characters in The Tin Flute are weighted with symbolism and resonate with
Gabrielle’s own family. Rose-Anna is a madonna figure, sketched after Gabrielle Roy’s mother
Mélina. Azarius is the father figure who does not accept responsibility for his life and obligations
and is an “idler.” Rose-Anna is world-weary and worn down by her twelve children and the
unrelenting poverty of her life. She is haunted by all the losses she experiences. Compared to my
first reading of this novel when I was in college, I am now deeply moved by all of Rose-Anna’s
losses since I now too have experienced much loss in my life.
Of Rose-Anna’s elder children, there is Eugene the untrustworthy ne’er-do-well son who
takes Rose-Anna’s last rent money. Florentine is the eldest child and she is a flighty nervous
character who makes poor decisions until she decides to pursue Emmanuel and use her pregnancy
by another man to entrap him. Emmanuel and Yvonne, the younger sister of Florentine, seem to be
the only characters who embody some positive redeeming character traits.
Yvonne is probably the first literary representation in Gabrielle Roy’s writing of her sister
Bernadette. At the end of the novel, Yvonne is referred to as a young girl who “was already
engaged in a lonely struggle to find the key to human mysteries” (Roy The Tin Flute 71). Yvonne
is a solitary character who seems set apart from the family as Bernadette was in the Roy family.
She seems troubled by her present circumstances as the novel describes her reaction when her sister
Florentine falls asleep next to her: “Yvonne lay panting beside her, motionless but wide-awake.
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Her eyes stared up at the ceiling, and her hands were pressed against her chest to push back a
weight that threatened to stifle her” (Roy The Tin Flute 71).
In the very next chapter, Yvonne already appears to have assumed the life of the religious
as she is described in this long passage as she leaves early in the morning to go to Mass:
Awaking at dawn, the little girl always washed under the cold-water tap in the kitchen,
dressed quickly, slipped a crust of bread into her school bag, then noiseless as a shadow,
flitted away to early morning Mass before going to the convent. She took communion
every morning. In good weather and bad she was always the first to leave the house. When
they tried to keep her at home on very cold days, she would fly into the most terrible rage,
an extraordinary sight in such a self-effacing little girl, usually so gentle. One day when
Rose-Anna had used force to keep her from going out, she had burst into tears, sobbing that
if she missed one Mass, she would be deserting Our Lord in his torments. Rose-Anna had
understood the simple story as a literal reflection of a faith that is proscriptive: in Yvonne’s
classroom at the convent there was a heart pierced with thorns, and every little girl who
went to Mass had the right to pull one out as she came to school. With tears streaming
down her white face Yvonne had said: ‘Oh Mamma, there are so many wicked people who
put thorns in the heart of Jesus every day. Let me go to Mass’ (Roy The Tin Flute 75).
Based on this tortured entreaty, Rose-Anna never again denies her child the chance to go to
Mass, but sews her a warm coat so Yvonne may be more comfortable every day as she travels to
church.
The faith of Yvonne is heartfelt and steeped in the rituals of the Catholic Church. Her God
is not a benevolent, gentle figure but a demanding and punitive one, as drawn in the pictures hung
on the walls of the Lacasse flat. This view of faith is not shared by Rose-Anna as she views
Yvonne’s sense of piety as “unhealthy,” yet her faith, we are told, reflects a God that is “gentle and
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at one with her” (Roy The Tin Flute 81). Roy once again refers to the emotional separation of the
character Yvonne from the rest of her family and her state of “religious exaltation” as observed by
Rose-Anna: “Even Yvonne, in her religious exaltation, was the first to detach herself from her
family. Even when she was in the room, bent over her schoolbooks, Rose-Anna felt the child was
remote and elusive. In some obscure way, Yvonne’s escape from reality caused Rose-Anna more
misgivings than that of the of the others” (Roy The Tin Flute 132).
Perhaps Yvonne’s understanding of religious life was that ordinary people did not
experience their faith so palpably, and that devotion demanded emotional and physical removal
from one’s family. The life of poverty in the Lacasse home, as in the entire novel, is overbearing.
Yvonne’s spiritual flight from the home is both physical and metaphysical in her piety. In the very
bed that Florentine shares with her younger sister Yvonne, the eldest sister is raped by the character
Jean Lévesque, an ambitious machinist-electrician, who seeks to satisfy his withered ego by
agreeing to date Florentine. This act of violence is perpetrated as Florentine sees the “Madonna
and all the saints looking down on her” from the walls of the Lacasse’s forlorn living room (Roy
The Tin Flute 167-168).
Yvonne is a minister of comfort to her mother when Florentine leaves the Lacasse home for
her wedding and Rose-Anna is bereft. Yvonne throws herself down at her mother’s feet in an
effort to comfort her mother. But Rose-Anna realizes she has also lost Yvonne when the narrator
observes, “At an unusually early age, Yvonne had grown reticent, almost repulsively serious, with
an inclination towards penitence and prayer that was bewildering to Rose-Anna. At times the
mother had taken offense at such excessive piety” (Roy The Tin Flute 288-289). It is during this
scene of a child comforting her mother that Yvonne reveals that she does not want to marry as her
eldest sister did, but rather that she wants to be a nun unless “God takes my life. I have offered my
life if Daniel recovers” (Roy The Tin Flute 289). Yvonne has selflessly offered her life in
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exchange for the youngest Lacasse child, Daniel, who has been hospitalized with a terminal
diagnosis of leukemia.
Yvonne acts as a minister of the sick to Daniel. Since she is the only one in the family who
has not “forsaken” Daniel, she is asked to visit Daniel in the hospital. Rose-Anna has been too
preoccupied with the dramas of the household and had momentarily forgotten that Daniel was
hospitalized. Yvonne eagerly and with heartfelt spirit rises to the occasion “singing snatches of
songs in which the beauty of May seemed to figure largely” (Roy The Tin Flute 290).
Before she leaves for the hospital, Yvonne professes her thinking on the type of vocation
she is considering, “I haven’t decided yet what kind of nun I’m going to be. I might be a Little
Sister of the Poor, and then again, I might be a nurse. They’re just as good in the sight of God,
don’t you think, Mamma?” (Roy The Tin Flute 290). Yvonne departs with a few humble gifts for
her brother Daniel; but Rose-Anna notes she takes more things than sweets: “There were probably
sacred pictures, religious tracts, all the girl’s most treasured possessions” (Roy The Tin Flute 290)
that she plans to share with her ill brother as gifts from both her heart and soul.
Rose-Anna understands that Yvonne’s departure for the hospital might as well be for a faroff country because it:
seemed to have a peculiarly final character. When the child vanishes around the corner of
Convent Street, Rose-Anna found it difficult to remember what she looked like. Yvonne
had withdrawn from the world to a point far beyond her reach. Of all the separations in her
family, this one seemed the hardest to bear, the most mysterious, the most hopeless.
Yvonne had been torn from her. But Yvonne had never belonged to her” (Roy The Tin
Flute 291).
Like Yvonne, Bernadette chose a religious life in a community set apart. Gabrielle too sets
herself a lonely path, isolating herself to write, renouncing for many years the bonds of close
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family. One sister early on belonged to God, the other belonged to her muse.
Though she was too young to understand Bernadette’s vocation and departure from the
family, the passages of the novel about Yvonne’s vocation reveal how Gabrielle imagined
Bernadette’s leaving the family. Yvonne was so different from Florentine who is described as
flighty and concerned about superficial things. For Bernadette her faith and love for God
underscores every action she takes and how she lives her life. Gabrielle described the devotion and
unwavering presence of mind Yvonne displayed from a very young age. She is described as
serious, faith-filled and committed to service in the name of God. She flies up the steep Mount
Royal streets leading to the children’s hospital to visit her dying brother Daniel. Yvonne is the last
member of the family to visit Daniel before he dies, and she joins him in saying the Our Father
prayer, a familiar ritual of comfort for them. This leads to Daniel’s need to be assured that all
whom he loves will go to heaven. At this, Yvonne loses her composure and is overcome by grief;
she runs away from Daniel’s hospital bed so as not to break down in front of him. He dies shortly
thereafter alone (Roy The Tin Flute 293).
It is hard to overestimate the impact that the publication of The Tin Flute had in Canada in
1945 and then in the US when it was translated and published in 1947. In all its suffering and
hope, the very neighborhood of Saint-Henri in which it is set became a character. Gabrielle Roy
spent a lot of time there observing its behavior, landmarks, and residents. She casts an unemotional
eye on her characters with a journalist’s view of the enclave within the city of Montreal, and she
relishes its surprising beauties, moments of grace and hope, as well as its profound sadnesses.
It is hard to ignore the novel’s key messages and themes: war is both a salvation and a
damned curse, love is fleeting and fragile, but doomed to ultimate sadness and money is a tool for
both happiness and destruction. While Yvonne is not the main character in this story, Gabrielle’s
treatment of Yvonne presages a major theme in her future writing. Just as someone with a
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religious vocation renounces the worldly life, so Yvonne is “protected” from the vortex of trauma
that seems to inhabit the Lacasse family. Like Emily in “Our Town” who picks her twelfth
birthday to return to life to revisit her life, it is a decision she regrets. Yvonne is depicted at this
delicate age as determined in her decision to become a nun. While Yvonne appears clear in what
her future will be, the endings for all the other characters are not so straightforward. While there is
hope for many of the characters through the economic salvation of going to war, it is a troubled
dark hope that promises to bring future pain.

Street of Riches
Street of Riches (Rue Deschambault), published in 1955, is a semi-autobiographical
collection of eighteen stories with a central character named Christine who evokes the writer
Gabrielle as a child. Three stories in the collection clearly are reminders of Bernadette. The book
opens with the unfortunately named story, “The Two Negroes,” and the character Odette suggests
Bernadette. There are two black boarders from the Canadian Pacific Railroad, one of whom is
staying at Christine’s and the other at a neighbor’s house. The story describes the impact of the
boarders on each of the two families’ relationships and how other families on Rue Deschambault
are affected. Odette is the eldest child and is a devoted pianist, playing such pieces as
Rachmaninoff preludes. One day Odette invites “our Negro,” as Christine affectionately refers to
their boarder who is unnamed in the story, to listen to her play in the parlor. This becomes a
regular practice. Then Odette and the boarder start to take walks together as amiable friends and
not potential romantic partners, as the character Christine hastens to point out: “It was so clearly
understood among us that Odette had no inclination toward young men, that she was not cut out for
them, that no one thought of being astonished at seeing her with the Negro. Moreover, he treated
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her with a respect that made appear insignificant the gallantries and compliments of bachelors with
an eye to marriage” (Roy Street of Riches 11). Odette is color-blind and focused on accepting
people as they are, while ignoring the social prejudices of the time in Western Canada. One
suspects that Bernadette was also such a person in her youth and deeply admired by her youngest
sister.
In another story in the collection, “A Bit of Yellow Ribbon,” Gabrielle describes Bernadette
again, still called Odette, at twenty years of age, leaving her family and renouncing the ways of the
world to join the religious order as a cloistered nun. Christine is eight years old when this happens
and only dimly realizes the implications of the family’s loss. Christine describes her sister Odette
as “a princess among us,” and “attracted to the mystical life” (Roy Street of Riches 31). But she is
envious of her since she thinks Odette is “lucky beyond all belief” (Roy Street of Riches 31). With
a child’s jealousy of superficial concerns like clothes and possessions, Christine pines for a bit of a
yellow ribbon that she has seen in Odette’s drawer and has a strong interest in acquiring it,
especially after it is announced that Odette is leaving for the convent imminently. Ultimately the
yellow ribbon is Odette’s parting gift to the child, left in the child’s bedroom room on the day of
Odette’s departure.
Odette cares deeply for the young girl, as Bernadette did for Gabrielle. Despite the gap of
years between the two siblings, there is an understanding between them of the sacrifice that Odette
is making to “give up, before her time her share of the world” and one of these more worldly things
is the yellow ribbon which Christine so prizes (Roy Street of Riches 34).
Christine’s mother laments Odette’s vocation, “She will give up, before her time, her share
of the world, her youth, even her freedom!” (Roy Street of Riches 34). But Christine has a child’s
mind and is unable to grasp the enormity of the step that Odette will be taking. She instead fixates
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on one of Odette’s personal effects, the small yellow ribbon. And with the small and big items of
life, Odette leaves them all behind as Bernadette also did in choosing a life devoted to God. The
story closes with a comment that only an adult reflecting on a memory could make: “After that,
whatever became of the little yellow ribbon…I no longer remember” (Roy Street of Riches 37).
The final story in the collection is entitled, “To Earn My Living…” and it describes
Gabrielle Roy’s first teaching post in Cardinal in the prairies of Manitoba and the choices she made
to become a teacher instead of the writer she really wanted to be. She was following in all her
sisters’ footsteps, including Bernadette, who became teachers. Gabrielle’s teaching experience in
the prairies provided rich experiences for Gabrielle’s future writings. She describes her experience
as a teacher in a one-room schoolhouse where she must engage a challenging group of students
who are actually eager for her attention and welcome the opportunity to learn. Just as Odette
revealed her choice of profession to her family so too does Christine, “Oh, maybe I’ll earn my
living by writing…a little later...before too long...” (Roy Street of Riches 152). However,
Christine’s mother is less than encouraging about writing as a career and urges her instead to
become a teacher as there is “no finer profession” for a woman (Roy Street of Riches 152).
Christine’s decision to become a teacher is thrust upon her by her mother. Odette’s religious
vocation was freely given. But in the end becoming a writer sought Gabrielle out.

Enchanted Summer
Enchanted Summer (Cet été qui chanté) was published in 1972, written shortly after
Bernadette passed away. Of the nineteen pieces in the collection, almost all are commentaries on
creatures of nature and how these creatures are speaking to the author and communicating deep
messages of connection between humanity and the earth. There are many small creatures depicted
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in this volume: birds, a dog, a cat. These animals impart messages to the author and keep her
connected to the surroundings in Québec where she lives during the summer.
This collection of short vignettes is set in or around Gabrielle Roy’s summer cottage in
Petite-Rivière-Saint-François, Charlevoix County, Québec. Similar to Street of Riches, there are
nineteen stories in this slim collection and most offer fragmentary glimpses of nature. All seem
rooted in the writer’s autobiographical reflections. The beauty of the landscape is detailed, and
there is a gentle, peaceful tone throughout the volume that engenders a sense of serenity. Unlike
The Tin Flute and Street of Riches, where the spirit of Bernadette is found in specific characters,
this slim collection is infused with a mood of peace, the peace that Gabrielle the writer felt after
Bernadette Roy died in 1970.
After Bernadette’s death, Gabrielle began immediately to write this volume, and the stories
embody her reflective, highly spiritual vision and impart a message of comfort from being in
communion with nature. In her grief for Bernadette and having shared the prayer covenant with
her sister, Gabrielle seems to find a new sensibility, a new way of living and writing, one marked
by contentment and peace. That spirit pours forth from all these stories.
There are no harsh words, difficult situations or dramas that unfold in these stories, just a
few people engaging with nature to the best of their ability with nature, not man, in control. The
first story describes the sound of frogs and the growth of flowers that emerge in difficult places.
The author’s commentary notes the resilience of nature amidst harshness: “Apparently everything
that does not die from the harshness of its life acquires more sturdiness and health than it would in
gentler places…Primroses are appearing where there used to be dry land and nature produces
miracles as does one’s soul after the experience of grief” (Roy Enchanted Summer 13). The frog
calls to the writer to return to the pool where the frogs are found: “Come back. Don’t let too much
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time go by. Life is short” (Roy Enchanted Summer 13). This is a gentle reminder by the author to
the reader to focus on the simpler things and sustenance found in nature, all the things that
Bernadette in her life most appreciated.
Gabrielle has found comfort from grief in her presence with nature; her summer cottage and
the fields, flowers and animals that surround it are her cathedral that inspires and comforts her
despite the loss of her beloved sister. The fact that Bernadette had the opportunity to visit the
cottage five years before her death provides a rich mine of memories for the writer, and Gabrielle
“sees” Bernadette in the landscape, the whispering pines and in the gently flowing waters of the
Saint Lawrence River.
In one of the stories towards the end of the collection, “The Night of the Fireflies,” the
writer comments on the trajectory and significance of Bernadette’s life now that she is gone in this
story’s ode to fireflies and their existence, “Their existence is fugitive. Perhaps fireflies live only
long enough to give forth their fleeting light. Like all of us. Fortunate are those who at least once
before they are extinguished shine with their full light. Caught in God’s fire” (Roy Enchanted
Summer 108-109). Of course, Gabrielle considers her sister to be one who was truly caught in
God’s fire. In the final story, “Once More to the Pool of Monsieur Toong,” the writer Gabrielle
and her friend return to the deep black pool to look for the frogs, and they have been replaced by
mallards and plover birds called killdeer. The author is reminded of the changes that nature forces
on us. These should not dampen our spirit or cause us not to move forward with our lives. The
writer’s message is one of hope borne out from grief as she notes: “Though all that delights us dies
a little every day, we must not withdraw our hearts in advance” (Roy Enchanted Summer 123).
The birds known as killdeers offer the final message of hope and sorrow, “Then it seemed to us that
a short distance away in the murmuring peace, the birds were reproaching us for our paltry human
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questions. All are not happy at the same moment, they reminded us. One day it’s one, the next day
another. . .some never alas.” And finally: “When everyone is happy together, it will be
paradise...paradise…paradise...” (Roy Enchanted Summer 125). This is Gabrielle’s vision of
heaven, one that is rooted in the here-and-now messages of nature experienced through God’s
hand. This vision was also shared by Bernadette who also appreciated nature and channeled it as a
way to worship and pray. So, Gabrielle finds comfort, serenity and peace after Bernadette dies,
and she resolves to move forward until she is joined to Bernadette in the promise of the afterlife.
Towards the end of the volume there are two pieces that seem particularly to echo the death
of Bernadette, “The Day Martine Went Down to the River” and “The Dead Child.” The currents of
life are appreciated and feared down by the shores of the Saint Lawrence River. Amid the sad
images in both pieces there are echoes of hope. There is a sense that there are two sides of life, and
that you cannot have one without the other.
At this time in her life with the death of her beloved sister, Gabrielle is even more keenly
reminded of the messages of nature that can comfort and allay the fears of human beings as they
face the unknown of the great abyss of death. These two stories are also the only ones in the
collection that are focused on human characters, and they offer a mixed perspective on hope and
sorrow. “The Day Martine Went Down to the River” is about an elderly cousin named Martine
who is a former country resident now living in the city. This cousin at the end of her life longs for
a final view of the Saint Lawrence River and an opportunity to revisit her long-lost youth before
she dies. Gabrielle and her neighbor do everything to make it happen for Martine, including
carrying her in their mutual arms down to the shores of the Saint Lawrence River where Martine is
enraptured to the point of wanting to put her toes in the river. This too is accomplished for the frail
woman, whose final wishes are granted by the two women.

48

“The Dead Child” is similar to the story “To Earn My Living….” from Street of Riches. In
both stories, Gabrielle draws upon her teaching experience in the prairies to comment on the beauty
to be found in harsh, difficult circumstances. This is a general theme to be found in many of Roy’s
works and in fact was one of her core values. The experience of pain mixed with joy is also
evidenced in Gabrielle’s relationship with Bernadette as expressed through her letters to her dear
Dédette. In “The Dead Child” there are echoes of the memory of Bernadette’s death and the
profound impact on Gabrielle’s life. Gabrielle’s experience of the beautiful seasons she spends in
her cottage evoke sadder memories when she was a teacher in Cardinal. Her grief from
Bernadette’s passing evokes another loss, “Why then did the memory of that dead child seek me
out today in the very midst of the summer that sang? When till then no intimation of sorrow had
come to me through the dazzling revelations of that season” (Roy Enchanted Summer 111).
Gabrielle describes in poignant and poetic detail her experiences as a teacher in the remote
prairies. In particular, she depicts the improvised memorial service that her small class conducts
for one of her students in profoundly beautiful poetic language. Two dimensions of time and
emotion are described in this scene. One is the world of the Cardinal home where the author is
relating the deeply intimate experience of conducting a wake for Yolande the dead child. The other
is the writer’s present whose memory of this dead child is evoking the losses of others, most likely
Bernadette.
Remembering the beautiful rose petals scattered on the dead student, and the other students’
gathering of roses is an active way for the author to channel her grief into a thing of beauty. The
writer wonders in the midst of this darkly beautiful memory and story and reiterates her plaintive
question from the opening of the story: “I listened to them [the students], already consoling
themselves as best they could for being alive. But why, oh why did the memory of that dead child
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seek me out today in the very midst of the summer that sang? Was it brought to me just now by the
wind with the scent of roses?” (Roy Enchanted Summer 117).
Having read closely the letters of Gabrielle to her sister Bernadette, the above passage from
Enchanted Summer is all the more poignant. So too does the reference to Odette in “A Bit of
Yellow Ribbon” carry all the more significance. Knowing the story of Bernadette’s answering her
religious vocation makes Yvonne’s vigil for her brother more heartfelt.
Each of these works by Gabrielle Roy stands solidly on its own for any reader. Knowing
the intimacy of the author’s relationship with her sister allows us to see how the author works out
in her writing the journey of her life.
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CLOSING: SATISFACTION, JOY AND PRIDE

“I also hope that your great undertaking has turned out in the end giving you satisfaction,
joy and pride” (Gabrielle Roy, letter to me dated September 21, 1980, Figure 6).
These words ring true for me today. My relationship with Gabrielle Roy began when I was
a young girl and heard about my family’s connection to the famous Canadian author. As an
undergraduate I did a thesis on one of her works. And now with this thesis I have once again
picked up the strands that bind me to the Roy legacy by studying the role family and, in particular,
a sisterly relationship, had on Gabrielle Roy’s writings. One of the most important themes in
Gabrielle’s Roy’s life and her writings was the significance of family and the importance attached
to her relations with her family. I described my personal journey with my family and my life that
brought me to decide on the focus of my thesis. As part of my study, I summarized the key events
that shaped both sisters’ lives, described their life choices and the impact of those choices. I
focused on the resonances of Gabrielle’s relationship with her sister as found in selected writings
and as expressed to one another in correspondence.
Gabrielle Roy and her sister Bernadette pursued different life paths. Both lived with
commitment and fervor, and each found a sense of purpose that defined their lives. Although these
two sisters were separated geographically from each other, they strengthened their bond through a
continued exchange of letters. The letters they shared offer a window into two women’s lives, one
famous and the other obscure. Together with Roy’s writings there is an unfolding revelation of the
lives they lived, a powerful testament to love, faith and inspiration. And for me with this thesis I
have fulfilled my “great undertaking.” This journey of research and reflection has been a deep
source of “satisfaction, joy and pride.” My cousin Gabrielle Roy foresaw that this would be a great
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journey and it in fact has been one for me. Thank you, Gabrielle, for the privilege of sharing our
family legacy.
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FIGURE 1

(Roy Letters to Bernadette. frontispiece)
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FIGURE 2

(Ricard. photo section.)
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FIGURE 3

(Ricard. Photo section.)
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FIGURE 4

Bernadette and Clémence at Gabrielle’s summer cottage in 1965.

(Clemente 164.)
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FIGURE 5

(Ricard. Photo insert.)
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FIGURE 6

(Ricard. Photo section.)
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FIGURE 7

Letter from Gabrielle Roy to Kathleen Gaffney 9/21/1980
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FIGURE 7 TEXT

Québec, September 21st, 1980

My dear Kathleen,

I am so sorry. I received your letter just a day too late to catch you in Québec City when I
had arrived a few days ago. Your letter took some time to get to Petite Rivière, I don’t know why,
and then lost a few days following me. I can’t tell you how sorry I am to have missed your visit. I
would have so enjoyed meeting you and your husband, at last. It is the more exasperating having
missed it because we were so close to one another. In spite of all, I hope you had a pleasant trip in
Québec. I also hope that your great undertaking, that piece of work upon which you toiled so long,
has turned out in the end giving you satisfaction, joy and pride. When you come again, do try to let
me know a little sooner.

Affectionate regards to both of you,
Gabrielle Roy
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FIGURE 8

Standing: Rodolphe Roy, Marguerite Bouderlique, Aglaée Major, Madame Alfred Loiselle
(photographer's wife).
Sitting: Gabrielle Roy’s uncle, Excide Landry (holding Lea in his arms), Lusina Major (holding
Cleophas in her arms), Elie Landry, Emilie Jeansonne, Marie Pelletier, Cleophas Major (1st).
Sitting on the grass: Imelda McEachran, Stephen McEachran, Julia McEachran, Eliane Landry,
Blanche McEachran.
(http://jubinville.weebly.com)
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